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Summary: 


Robin regrets telling Steve about Operation Croissant. Of course 
someone as uncultured as Steve Harrington just wouldn’t understand 
her desire to go experience what Europe has to offer. Then again, 
Steve has a way of surprising Robin in ways she never suspected 


Inspired by Rebel Robin, but not terribly dependant upon having read 
it first. 


Within Reach 


“Maybe we should threaten to go work for that other video store that 
opened down on Elm. Leverage for a raise.” 


“The day Keith gives me a raise is the day I check into a hospice, 
‘cause it means my end is near. ‘Sides, I doubt it’ll be in business for 
long. What kind of name is Brickbuster?” 


Robin rolls her eyes. She knows Steve knows this. He’s literally 
handing her the opportunity to insult him on a platter. He knows her 
too well. “It’s Blockbuster, blockhead.” 


“Yeah, yeah, I’ve heard it both ways.” 


“Maybe, except one way is objectively wrong.” 


“Your face is wrong.” 


“Your hair is wrong.” 


Steve draws himself up to his full height to look properly affronted. 
The ladder he’s carrying slips to the carpet with a worrying rattle. 
One of these days it’s gonna break, probably with Robin on it. It’s 
already too rickety to hold Steve’s weight, groaning before he can 


make it more than two steps. “That’s just going too far, Buckley. You 
need to apologize.” 


She sticks out her tongue. “Sorry,” Robin drawls with syrupy 
insincerity. 


“Not to me, Buckley. To the hair .” 


Excuse me? Did... did she hear that right? Steve is pointing resolutely 
toward his thick mane of dark hair with a no-nonsense expression 
masking his normally goofy face. 


I’m waiting, his hair seems to be telling her, staring down into her 
soul. She balls up a plastic bag from the front counter and tosses it at 
Steve. It flutters down to the floor less than a foot in front of Robin. 
Even I know you can’t get far trying to throw a plastic bag. Try again , 
the hair taunts her. 


“Fine. You suck. The hair is okay, I guess.” 


Steve gives her a nod and goes back to fiddling with the ladder, 
mollified. Or just aware that pushing the joke even farther will annoy 
Robin, rather than draw her out of her funk like he’s been trying to 
do. Steve has an uncanny way of knowing what she needs to hear 
most of the time. Doesn’t mean he doesn’t say plenty of stupid things 
as well, or goad her into little verbal sparring matches, but he also 
has the good sense to know when to stop. Well, usually. 


“Your taste in hairstyles is almost as bad as your taste in breakfast 
pastries.” 


“Excuse me?” Robin asks with an arched brow, watching critically as 
Steve snaps the ladder open and pulls down the safety latch to secure 
it. He gives it a cursory jiggle and it screeches an unholy cry in 
protest. He’s biting his lip and Robin can practically see the wheels 
turning in his head about whether or not he should take the risk in 
her place. She gives him her patented hip check that she perfected on 
the soccer field, and hops up without concern. Steve’s below holding 
the whole thing steady for her, and despite their sometimes 
argumentative banter, Robin knows he won’t let anything happen to 
hurt her. He hands the poster up to her, closely followed by the 
staple gun, always keeping one hand on the ladder’s frame. 


“Breakfast pastries. Croissants,” he further elaborates and Robin is 
thankful he can’t see the way her cheeks heat up furiously. Really, 
she should’ve known better than opening her big mouth about the 
trials and tribulations of her sophomore year over lunch break. Steve 
had been curious about her life prior to knowing each other, 
although she’s been painfully aware of him all along. It would’ve 
been embarrassing, or so she thought, to admit to just how many 
details she remembered about him from that year. Talking about her 
doomed trip to Europe had seemed like a safer choice. 


‘Seemed’ being the key word. 


“What’s wrong with croissants, Dingus?” 


“You never explained that. You named your great escape plan after a 
breakfast pastry?” 


Robin whirls to glare down at Steve. Not such a good idea when she’s 
standing on the top rung of a ladder that had seen better days back 
when her parents were living out of the back of a VW van. He 
deserves Robin falling and breaking her neck on his conscience for 
that statement, though. “It was symbolic , Dingus.” 


“Symbolic of what? Terrible European breakfast options?” 


“T-what? How dare you? Croissants are delicious , and they’re-“ 


“And they’re boring. Like, so boring. Of all the criminally bad 
breakfast choices in Europe, croissants are like, the worst. High 
crime. It’s so basic!” 


“Says the boy who ate the same damn bagel every morning in Mrs. 
Click’s class.” 


“Oh, pardonne moi ,” Steve tosses back moodily, eyes narrowed below 
his furrowed brows. “I should have asked the Gulp’n’Go if they could 
come up with something a little more continental for my breakfast 
each day. Yeesh. It was just something I could grab quickly on the 
way to school. It’s not like I was that into it. I didn’t plan an entire 
European getaway around bagels or some nonsense like that.” 


It’s hard to know which is worse, that Steve appears to be staunchly 
anti-croissant, or that he routinely bought an actual food item every 
morning at the filthy little gas station on the way to school. They’re 
both scathing indictments of his character, and something she can 


ponder more properly when she’s not perched atop a literal death 
trap. Punching the staple gun against the wall is almost as satisfying 
as it would be to punch Steve. The poster now properly tacked up to 
the wall, Robin wastes no time jumping down from the ladder, 
forcing Steve to back-peddle out of the way or be crushed like an 
insect beneath her. Well, maybe that’s a little dramatic, but she’s 
really feeling it. No one, least of all Steve Harrington, one of the 
(unwitting) triggers of Robin’s entire sophomore catastrophe, is 
allowed to mock Operation Croissant. Especially since it had never 
happened. 


“ Nonsense is the amount of time and money you spend on your hair, 
Dingus. My ‘getaway’ was about personal growth. Culture. 
Enrichment!” 


His hand reaches halfway to his forehead, drawn in by the instinctive 
need to protect his precious tresses. Or so Robin imagines. Really, 
Steve just has a habit of running his fingers through his bangs when 
he’s irritated. “Fine, sorry, whatever. I apologize. Go to Europe and 
have your love affair with croissants. I hope you go to France, meet a 
pretty pâtisserie and wind up getting married in Notre Dame. “ 


“Fine. So do I.” 


“Fine.” 


“Well, except the Notre Dame part. I’m not Catholic.” 


“Well, I mean, yeah. I was just saying. It’s nice enough, I guess. But 
like, Pd hate to get married there. I didn’t really like it. It was too 


big. So... impersonal.” 


Robin grinds to an abrupt halt, the pre cut pieces of the display she 
moved on to assembling dropping from hands gone suddenly numb. 
She turns at the waist to stare at her coworker in horror. For his part, 
Steve is frowning down at the instruction paper, lips moving silently 
as his eyes slowly scan over the words and pictures. He doesn’t notice 
Robin launching into a coronary less than five feet away from him. 


“You-You’ve seen Notre Dame? In person ?!“ She croaks out 
eventually, vocal chords feeling stretched out beyond all usefulness. 
She sounds like a beginner trying to play a clarinet. For some reason 
clarinet players always irked her the most when they were first 
learning. It was like they were fundamentally incapable of not 
squeaking and shrieking on every note for at least half a year. 


“Huh, what?” Steve looks up, tossing the paper back into the box 
with a huff. His bangs ruffle with the exhale as if to gleefully taunt 
Robin with their casual ease. We’ve been inside Notre Dame , they 
gloat at her. 


Robin is so far beyond speaking all she can do is gesticulate wildly. 
Somehow Steve understands her spastic impression of sign language. 


“Notre Dame? Yeah, it was... fine. I guess. I didn’t really get why my 
parents were going on about it. I mean, aside from the Catholic 
thing? Mom wanted to stay and catch Sunday Mass, but Dad wouldn’t 
delay his business just to get led through the same routine, only by a 
different Priest.” 


“You had a chance to go to Mass at Notre Dame and didn’t take it ?” 


Steve blinks and brushes a stray lock of hair back behind his ear. It 
doesn’t stay for long, but he doesn’t notice. “What? No. We had Mass 
there. Just not Sunday Mass. They hold services there every day 
pretty much, I think? It was a while ago,” he shrugs. 


A growl works it’s way up Robin’s throat and it’s all she can do to not 
grab Steve by the throat and squeeze until she feels better. If she 
could feel better. This sort of seems like the type of thing that might 
be hard to recover from. Steve has been to Paris. He’s seen the Seine 
and had Mass at Notre Dame (which Robin would totally do despite 
not having any particular religious convictions, just to be able to 
attend an actual Mass at Notre Dame, hear ancient words spoken in 
an ancient place of worship, just to feel them resonate within those 
great stone halls). He’s probably eaten a million croissants and can 
now afford to be all dismissive and curmudgeonly about her favourite 
breakfast pastry. Life is so unfair that it absolutely galls. 


“T don’t mean to disappoint you, Robs, but Paris is kinda... meh.” 


This boy. This boy was going to be the death of her. 


“I mean, it’s fine, or whatever. It’s just another city, though. It’s not 
that different from going to New York, or London, though.” 


Both places Robin has never been, but would love to experience. How 
he can speak so casually derisive of them is the real crime happening 
in Family Video today. Not the gaudy posters for Rainbow Brite and 
the Star Stealer, or the confusing cardboard display for The Goonies. 


No, Steve Harrington dashing all her dreams with a flip of his stupid 
hair, that’s the real horror the universe has chosen to saddle Robin 
with. 


He’s looking at her now, dark eyes staring deeply into her face. 
They’ve always been a strange shade of brown, dark around the pupil 
and fading out into a warm colour that reminds her of maple, for 
some reason. Robin isn’t sure she likes this look. It’s too easy to forget 
that Steve can be weirdly perceptive at times, seeing things with a 
clarity that few others do. His eyes are somber as they continue to 
silently face each other in the fading afternoon light. The floor is 
awash with streaks of gold that curl up over Robin’s legs and pool 
across her lap, her hands fidgeting listlessly in their warmth. Or is the 
warmth from Steve’s unblinking gaze? It’s hard to tell. 


“Paris is like any big city. It’s a metropolis. And I mean, that’s—“ 


“Fine?” 


He smiles. “Fine, yeah. But like, don’t you want to really see Europe? 
Like, see what it is that the real people get to see everyday? Walk 
through quaint towns and find treasures so far off the beaten path 
that no one will ever be able to retrace your steps and have the same 
experience as you? 


“Millions of people go and see Notre Dame and the Eiffel Tower, 
Robs. You should go and see the tiny shops that line the coastal 
cities, wander past abandoned chateaus, and eat real food, not the 
fancy tourist stuff. Go find hidden places, things only the locals can 
tell you about. Isn’t that way better than standing in a line to see a 
building that you can see every angle of in some book, or see in the 
movies? It was cool, yeah, but... it wasn’t mine . I was there with 


thousands of other tourists, all seeing the exact same things over and 
over again. You’re better than that Robin! You... you should see 
things that are secret, that are out there waiting just for you to come 
across them. People will talk to you, you speak their language! 
They'll tell you about all these things you won’t find in a book or on 
a television show. You'll get an experience that’s as special and 
unique as you are. That’s what Operation Croissant should be!” 


The light in her lap has faded into a soft pinkish streak, a tiny piece 
of sunset she can hold for a moment or two before it becomes fully 
dark outside. She feels the same way about this moment, about 
Steve’s words. She wants to hold onto them, before they too 
disappear. There’s such a conviction behind his speech that she can 
see it perfectly, let the vision he described fill her imagination. 


Walking down overgrown paths in the French countryside, peering 
into worn down castles and country manors, her hands trailing 
lightly along the sturdy summer blooms of wildflowers that grow up 
from between cracks and crevasses. Taking her shoes off to dangle 
them in nameless streams, a checkered blanket beneath her and an 
entire picnic basket of croissants that she bought fresh that morning 
from a little old lady with a tiny shop on the corner of a town that no 
one outside of the area has ever heard of before. Settling down at 
night at a quiet inn, the only room booked that evening, staring out 
the window at a canopy of stars that don’t have to battle the bright 
lights of a big city. It seems so real , and her hand curls protectively 
around her fragile sunbeam, her dreams suddenly within reach. 


“T never told you why it was really so hard to get Operation Croissant 
off the ground,” she begins, softly in the lengthening shadows. It’s 
easier with Steve’s face unseen, without letting him see the tentative 
hope in her eyes like he so easily seems to see everything else about 
her that she normally keeps hidden. What is it about this guy, of all 
those in her life, that she’s not afraid of the fact he knows her? That 
she’s let herself be known? Steve Harrington doesn’t make sense, but 


then, Robin never made much sense herself, so is it really all that 
strange that they should be drawn together like this? 


“Oh, I kinda figured it was school, or money, or your parents or 
something,” he shrugs idly, his own hands stiffly splayed out across 
his jean covered thighs. “There’s always something that gets in the 
way.” 


“Mr. Hauser.” 


Steve’s chin comes up sharply, his expression turning from confusion 
to anger. “What? Did he say something? Did he tell your parents 
about what you were planning, or-“ 


She laughs at him, because of course he’s instantly upset on her 
behalf, ready to help her bitch about a teacher who possibly ruined 
her great European getaway. “No. No . Nothing like that. He just... it 
would be a shame to go and see all those sights and have all those 
experiences by myself. Wouldn’t it be better to share them with 
someone? It helps to keep the memories alive, even after the 
adventure is over and you’re back home and unable to recall what it 
was like to be free, out there in the world, for a little while at least. 
He helped me understand that.” 


Steve visibly deflates, settling back into a relaxed slouch, except for 
the way she can see how strained his knuckles are, the tension of his 
fingers where they’re stretched over the denim of his pants. “Oh. 
Yeah. That sounds more like him. He was kinda cool. He gave me 
shitty grades, but I mean, I kinda deserved them. English class was 
always...” he trails off with a wry twist to his lips, like he doesn’t 
know the word for what he wants to say. Robin doesn’t try to supply 
one, either. She understands that school was harder for Steve than 


she ever knew, that he isn’t a great reader and has trouble sometimes 
expressing himself. She has private suspicions about his difficulties, 
but the last time she mentioned the problem he’d shut down on her. 
For now it was better to leave it alone, for his sake. She continues on 
with her story instead. 


“I... I really liked him. He was a good teacher.” It’s the kindest thing 
she can say about him, at least to Steve. She trusts him, but it doesn’t 
feel right to share someone else’s secret. Steve didn’t know Mr. 
Hauser like she did. Nothing she could say would hold the same 
meaning for him. It’s okay to keep some things completely for herself, 
parts of the story that exist for her alone. “I spent a whole year 
searching for a travelling companion. I had a few ideas, but... none 
worked out. There was always another roadblock in the way every 
time I thought I had it right.” 


“Your friends from band?” 


She nods. She’s mentioned them before, explained a bit about how 
marching band worked and about the Odd Squad. It hurt less than 
she had thought it would. “Some of them. In the end, I guess it was 
better that I didn’t go. We all sort of... drifted. It just happened over 
time, you know how it is.” 


He looks away, head turned to regard their hazy reflections in the 
store windows. “Hm.” 


“Steve?” 


“Oh, just... not really? Except for Tommy and Carol, I never really 


made many friends. They didn’t drift—it was more like getting 
shoved off a cliff. One day we were fine, and the next... I finally saw 
what an asshole I was. What an asshole I was like with their 
encouragement. It wasn’t their fault, but I don’t think I could’ve tried 
to change with them still around, you know?” 


“You were ready to start growing up, and they weren’t.” 


Steve scoffs, bringing his knees up to his chest in a way that makes 
him look very young, vulnerable in a way she never would’ve 
imagined he could be, only a few years ago. “Ready to grow up? 
Yeah, if you mean getting a dead-end minimum wage job and having 
my parents trying to fast-track me out the door and into my own 
shitty one bedroom apartment. I wake up every morning to the 
newspaper on the kitchen table, classifieds for rentals circled in red.” 
He pauses to swallow around the lump in this throat. “I mean, when 
they’re actually home to read the newspaper.” He startles suddenly, 
and she can see the self-consciousness creep into his face. He shakes 
himself out and goes back to his former position, a fragile grin on his 
face and hands uncomfortably tense. 


It rushes out of her before she can think better of it. She doesn’t need 
to rethink it though. She feels absolutely certain. “Come to Europe 
with me? We can start in France, and find haunted castles and 
nowhere villages, and we can take everything we need in a single bag 
each, well, or two for you, since you’ll need an entire bag just for 
your hair supplies. We can explore everywhere, walk in streams 
people haven’t bothered to name. We’ll buy lots of tacky homemade 
nick nacks and tell each other that they’re secretly cursed and make 
up stories about vampires and werewolves and get lost in the Black 
Woods for a while to see if there’s any truth to them. We can make 
our way down to Italy or, or, or—“ she hasn’t taken another breath or 
listened to a word pouring out of her mouth, in a rush to say all the 
things she’s dreaming of discovering, all the things they could find 
together. Away from the cities and on their own secret adventure 


away from the beaten path. Just like it should be. 


Robin sees a million roadblocks forming in Steve’s gaze. A million 
doubts and despairs that want to surface and tell her no. 


“In the end, I was going to go off alone,” she whispers, hobbling 
closer to Steve’s still form, drenched in the shadows painted by the 
rows and rows of shelves covered in VHS cassettes. She stops when 
their knees are touching. “On prom night. I had everything ready and 
I was going to go. It didn’t work out though. I’m glad. I’m glad it 
didn’t, because I don’t want to do any of these things alone. I want 
someone at my side. I want to see these things with someone that I 
can talk about them with for the rest of my life. Someone I know will 
be there, that won’t drift away from me. That’s you, Steve.” 


His chin is tucked to his chest and it’s not hard to tell how thick and 
wet his voice is when he breaks into a warm chuckle. “I’m the last 
person you should want to take with you,” he begins, hand slowly 
breaking out of the rigid grip he’s kept on his thigh since night fell 
over them. It shifts down until the tips of his first two fingers bridge 
the gap between his knee and hers. He taps them idly in a rhythmless 
beat. “I barely speak English, let alone French, or German, or Italian.” 


“For the record, I don’t speak German.” 


“Oh, so we’ll both be utterly lost. That makes me feel better.” 


“So what? English and German come from the same family of 
languages. I’m sure Pll be able to figure out enough to get around,” 
Robin insists with the sort of confidence she hasn’t earned, but that 


feels possible when both of them are together. They’ve faced Russian 
interrogators and faceless monsters. She can tackle a fifth language. 


He’s smiling when he finally looks up. His cheeks are dry, but there’s 
a shine to his eyes that makes her wonder. If he’d rather she didn’t 
know, Robin is fine with that. “Okay. Deal. So long as I get first try 
with any pâtisseries we meet.” 


Robin can’t help but smile back. “Deal, Dingus.” 


With a bit of luck, every pastry they eat in Europe will be made by 
some sweet little old lady who could be either of their grandmas. 
Robin’s just certain they make the best croissants of all. 


Together, they'll find out. 


